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ABSTRACT 
This focus of this paper is on meaningful learning within the context of small group-work in 
nurse education; a pedagogical approach that is increasingly being used throughout higher 
education. The paper explores the question: when working with others what conditions and types 
of interaction are necessary to promote higher learning? Some suggestions are drawn from the 
literature and a position is articulated. Some implications of this position for curriculum 
leadership in planning an effective learning environment within higher education are discussed.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Contemporary thinking about teaching and learning recognizes that the pedagogical relationship 
does not need to be top-down for significant learning to occur and that adult learners do better 
with less direction and more participation (Knowles, 1990). Such reasoning conjures an image of 
students as active participants, not as passive recipients or empty vessels waiting to be filled. At 
the heart of these conceptualisations lies student centeredness, a concept that mandates change in 
the role and responsibility of both teacher and learner.  
Within a student-centered approach to teaching and learning, the teacher is a facilitator of 
learning with responsibility for creating and maintaining the conditions and interactions that 
make understanding possible. The student is an active constructor of meaning with responsibility 
for taking advantage of learning opportunities or activities (Biggs & Moore, 1993; Laurillard, 
1993). While educators generally understand and accept that active learning is more effective 
than passive learning, it is arguably less understood that higher or meaningful learning does not 
come from activity in and of itself. As Angelo (1993) argues, higher learning comes from 
deliberate investment of physical and mental energy in activities that promote meaningful 
learning, and through learner recognition of that meaning-making.  
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The focus of this paper is on meaningful learning within the context of small group-work 
in nurse education; a pedagogical approach that is increasingly being used throughout higher 
education.  However, extrapolating from the argument set out by Angelo (1993), working and 
discussing with others per se will not necessarily result in higher learning. This begs the 
question: when working with others what conditions and types of interactions are necessary to 
promote higher learning?  
WORKING TOGETHER 
Since early tribal societies grouped together largely for physical survival, human society has 
consisted of overlapping cooperative groups such as families, neighborhoods, political parties, 
and sports teams (Katz & Bender, 1976; Slavin, 1985). Slavin (1985) claims that humankind's 
ability to apply intelligence to cooperating with others to accomplish group goals is behind the 
success of humankind as a species. Unfortunately, as Slavin (1985) contends, this aptitude has 
not been exercised to any great degree in education institutions. 
Both teachers and learners largely work alone. Teachers, according to Hargreaves (1992),  
commonly display the attributes of individualism (consistently working alone, thus avoiding 
judgements and criticism), presentism (short-term planning for the present situation), and 
conservatism (avoiding fundamental change and clinging to the status quo). Hargreaves maintains 
that these attributes are a barrier to true collaborative working relationships. Students occasionally 
cooperate with peers in activities such as group projects, presentations or laboratory groups but 
are more or less "continually in competition with one and other for grades, praise, and 
recognition" (Slavin, 1985, p. 5). However, within institutions of higher education the use of 
small-group work is increasing in response to internal and external social and fiscal pressures.  
According to Knowles (1990), the increasing use of small groups in the past few decades 
has been one of the most pronounced trends in educational practice. The trend is based on the 
growing belief that participating in discussion is an important aspect of adult education; that 
intellectual development combined with social development is a necessary combination for life 
in the 21st century. As Fullan (1993) argued, "the abilities to think and present ideas on the one 
hand and to work with others on the other hand are being recognised by education and business 
alike as central to the world's future" (p. 136). Certainly, most areas of employment highly value 
the ability to work as a team (Coaldrake & Stedman, 1998; Spiller, 1998). Indeed, health care 
professionals such as nurses are under more pressure than ever before to work collaboratively 
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with each other and with other health care professionals in order to address the challenges of 
today’s health care environment: challenges such as the fragmented nature of health care 
services, insularity and poor exchanges across agency and professional barriers (Pittilo & Ross, 
1998; Salmon & Jones, 2001). It is anticipated that “collaborative working will overcome 
insularity and improve exchanges across agency and professional boundaries” (Salmon & Jones, 
2001, p. 18). Within the context of higher education, including nurse education, working together 
either in peer groups or in small tutorial groups poses a challenge for both teacher and learner in 
terms of appropriate strategies and processes. For many, learning with others can be more of a 
constraining than a facilitating force.  
One of the most cherished beliefs of adult educational practice, according to Brookfield 
(1993) is that, as an educational method, discussion exemplifies the participatory and open spirit 
of democracy. Western democracies are founded on the premise that citizens need to engage in 
free and open discussion of opposing points of view (Mitchell, 1998). However for many, 
discussion in groups is an oppressive and frightening experience. Brookfield (1993, p. 24) likens 
discussion groups to "emotional battlefields with members vying for recognition and affirmation 
from each other and from the discussion leader". Furthermore, in one's eagerness to conform and 
be a team player, individual beliefs and value-perspectives may be suppressed:  
People who have experienced a lot of groups, who perhaps have observed their own 
behaviour, may agree that the hardest thing in the world is to stand out against one's 
group, a group of one's peers. Many agree that among one's most shameful memories are 
of saying that black is white because other people are saying it (Lessing, 1986, p. 51).  
While conformity may be a relatively easy way to avoid disagreements, it does little to extend the 
discussion or challenge the status quo. To be effective, collaborations must experience a measure of 
difficulty and discomfort according to Fullan and Hargreaves (1991). In order to produce the 
discomfort and dissonance that precipitate change, other perspectives and voices are required to 
expose the gaps between what we think we do and what we really do, and that this is part of the 
power of collaboration (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1991). Working relationships are truly collaborative 
when help, support, trust, and openness are all pervasive and available; when the sharing and 
discussion of ideas and uncertainty is commonplace; and where there is respect and open voicing of 
different value-perspectives (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1991).  
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All this suggests that within a teaching and learning context, effective and productive group 
participation requires conditions based on democratic notions of collaboration, negotiation and 
mutual support. It also suggests that discussion should go beyond social discussion to achieve a 
critical edge. This is seen by Brookfield (1993, p. 24) as one of the assumptions underlying the 
increasing pedagogical use of small groups; that not just discussion but "authentic dialogue and 
communicative discourse" will occur.  
Discourses help test the truth claims of opinions (and norms) which the speakers no 
longer take for granted. In a discourse, the 'force' of the argument is the only permissible 
compulsion, whereas the co-operative search for truth is the only permissible motive . . . 
The output of discourses . . . consists in recognition or rejection of problematic truth 
claims. Discourses produce nothing but arguments (Habermas, 1973, p. 168). 
Jurgen Habermas maintained that the following of norms was implicitly presupposed in all 
speech or communication.  
The sort of interaction referred to above can be seen as a critical debate in the sense that 
"authentic dialogue and communicative discourse" involves an informal evaluative process; what 
Kemmis (1986, p. 118) refers to as an "informal critical process" which is an "ever-present aspect of 
considered action". Evaluation is a natural and ubiquitous element of life. We all make choices or 
decisions every day, albeit in an informal manner. Kemmis defines evaluation as "the process of 
marshalling information and arguments which enable interested individuals and groups to 
participate in the critical debate about a specific programme" (Kemmis, 1986, p. 118). In critical 
debate people are enabled to explore their situations further, to recognise and challenge underlying 
assumptions, and to acknowledge and pay attention to both apparently opposed poles of thought. By 
seeing both sides of the dialectic people can avoid the tendency to become one-sided, according to 
Rappaport (1981). This assertion is supported by Kemmis (1995), who claims that by seeing 
apparent dichotomies as dialectically-related or as mutually-constitutive aspects of one and other, 
we can escape from the partiality of each. In words attributed to Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826), "A 
difference of opinion leads to inquiry, and inquiry leads to truth".  
Psychologists have long known the value of conflict. Theorists such as Erikson, Freud, 
Havighurst, Kohlberg, and Piaget, commonly describe a set series of stages that all humans move 
through as they grow toward maturity. Each stage occurs at a specific age, and has its own set of 
tasks or maturational crises, which consist of conflict between competing tendencies. Only if 
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individuals successfully resolve these conflicts, can healthy development take place. According 
to Johnson, Johnson, and Smith (1996), arousing intellectual conflict is one of the most powerful 
and important instructional procedures available today. Slavin (1996) argues that interaction 
about learning tasks will lead in itself to improved student achievement. "Students will learn 
from one and other because in their discussions of the content, cognitive conflicts will arise, 
inadequate reasoning will be exposed and higher-quality understanding will emerge" (Slavin, 
1996, p. 29).  
However, as Johnson, Johnson, and Smith (1996) assert, many teachers avoid and 
suppress conflict in the classroom for various reasons. These reasons include fear that conflict 
will create divisiveness and hostility; ignorance of how to engage in or structure intellectual 
conflict; hegemonic discourses that foster a culture opposed to conflict; pedagogical norms that 
promote a performer-spectator approach to teaching and learning; and inertia, or choosing to play it 
safe in the face of the power of the status quo. The path to overcoming these obstacles and changing 
teaching practices to include conflict for instructional purposes, Johnson, Johnson, and Smith 
(1996) argue, lies primarily through academic controversy: "academic controversy exists when 
one student's ideas, information, conclusions, theories, and opinions are incompatible with those 
of another student, and the two seek to reach an agreement" (p. 4). Tjosvold (1997) distinguishes 
conflict from competition by defining conflict in terms of incompatible activities rather than 
opposing interests. Seen from this perspective, goals or interests are shared - it is the way of 
reaching the goal that is contentious. That is to say, conflict occurs when another's actions 
interfere, obstruct, or somehow get in the way of another's actions.  
Debate and argumentation have long been widely accepted practices, and there are extensive 
claims that debating enhances the critical thinking skills of participants. Certainly, there is much to 
be said in support of debate but in it usual format academic or competitive debate is highly 
competitive, protagonists become entrenched in their position, and the final judgement or evaluation 
is left to a judge. Fullan (1993, p. 36) argues that because conflict is essential for productive 
change, conflict should be seen as an opportunity to learn instead of something to be avoided, or as 
an opportunity to entrench one's position. Fullan cautions that while learning in groups will not 
occur without processing conflict, the conflict must be constructively managed. That is to say, 
discussions must achieve a balance between conformity and outright war. Tjosfold (1997) claims 
that "conflict is not the opposite of cooperation; it aids realising the benefits of working 
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cooperatively; it is under competitive conditions that people are more likely to avoid discussing a 
conflict and try to win a fight" (p. 5).  
This suggests that while argumentation, debate, and controversy may be of value to 
participants, all three are more effective when they have a critical component and are carried out 
within a dialectical relationship. The critical component and the dialectical relationship are vital 
supports to argumentation, controversy, and debate in promoting meaningful learning. "The value of 
controversy lies not so much in the correctness of an opposing position, but in the thought processes 
it induces" (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1996, p. 17).  
The sorts of conditions and interactions suggested in the literature for effective and 
productive group-work that advances meaningful learning are reflected in the following position: 
Group-work has become an accepted mode of learning in nurse education, however, working 
together will only promote effective learning if free expression of thought and feeling and 
respect for different value-perspectives and subjective realities are encouraged and maintained. 
Realising this position is dependent on curriculum leadership activities such as the planning of 
effective learning environments. 
PLANNING EFFECTIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 
Curriculum leadership activities can be seen as "any initiative that teachers may undertake to 
encourage more effective learning and teaching" (Macpherson, Brooker, Aspland, & Elliott, 
1998, p. 76). Such initiatives involve change, a circumstance in which “one's beliefs, 
perceptions, traditional ways of working and long-held and established practices" are challenged 
(Lovat & Smith, 1995, p.204). Planning learning environments that promote effective group-
work will certainly challenge many of the beliefs, perceptions, traditional ways of working and 
long-held, established practices concerning group-work that are valued by many nurse educators.  
For example, the established practice of directing students to work in a group on the 
assumption they will work collaboratively needs to be challenged as do the traditional roles and 
responsibilities of teacher and learner. Moreover, effective group-work is underpinned by 
democratic principles. If democratic values such as free expression of thought and feeling, and 
respect for different value-perspectives and subjective realities, are to become a reality, 
conditions and interactions must be congruent with them and become real and integral components 
of all teaching and learning environments. As Gerzon (1997, p. 1) argues, "There is no right way 
to teach democracy unless we practice it". This will require change that goes beyond classroom 
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preparation or teaching techniques. It will require change that makes a difference - a 
transformation. However as with any change, there are both constraining and facilitating forces 
at work.  
Within nursing education there are many constraints impeding change, including those 
related to policy and fiscal issues. However, the biggest constraint is arguably people and the 
beliefs and perceptions they hold about pedagogy, their traditional ways of working, and their 
long-held and established practices. If transformative change is to be successful, curriculum 
leadership activities must begin with people, because systems are changed by people, they don't 
change by themselves (Fullan, 1993). Moreover, change in just one person’s thinking, believing, 
perceiving or acting can impact on a system: "cultures get changed in a thousand small ways, not 
by dramatic announcements emanating from the boardroom" (Block, 1997, p.97). Thus, instead 
of retiring behind cynicism and expressing discontent with the way things are, if all academics 
exercised their individual capacity or power to effect change, they would eventually change the 
system. Innovative activities could begin with a simple challenge to the generally held notion 
that “collaboration” just means working together, and then proceed to challenge the existing 
mindsets concerning the nature of collaborations and conflict in groups.  
Challenging the Meaning of “Collaboration”. 
The idea of cooperating with others, of sharing responsibilities and resources, and of working 
together to make joint decisions about a common problem, is a powerful and persuasive concept 
given the complexities, the uncertainties, and the resource scarcities of today’s environment. 
When people work together in such a way they are said to be “collaborating”. Collaboration has 
become a well-established and widespread phenomenon; a popular mode for addressing 
problems. In a sense, the term “collaboration” has become a buzzword with its meaning blurred 
and ambiguous. The term collaboration is certainly alive and well in the rhetoric of education, 
but in reality, collaboration is often only an illusion - a misperception of reality. Certainly, for 
many, discussion within groups is an oppressive and frightening experience. Brookfield (1993, p. 
24) likens discussion groups to "emotional battlefields with members vying for recognition and 
affirmation from each other and from the discussion leader". Furthermore, in one's eagerness to 
conform and be a team player, individual beliefs and value-perspectives may be suppressed. 
While conformity may be a relatively easy way to avoid disagreements, it does little to extend the 
discussion or challenge the status quo. 
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The idea of collaboration being just working together, with the majority of participants 
merely being involved or included, must be challenged. To be effective, collaborations must go 
beyond cooperation: “effective collaborations operate in the world of ideas, examining existing 
practices critically, seeking better alternatives and working hard together at bringing about 
improvements and assessing their worth” (Fullan and Hargreaves, 1991, p. 57). Development of 
contexts in which working relationships are collaborative requires a shift or a change in many 
traditional attitudes and in the perceptions and beliefs of people.  
A Shift in Mindset 
Within nursing education, the development of collaborative cultures will require a shift away 
from the hegemony - the mindset - in which the traditional pedagogical relationship is taken for 
granted as right and normal, historically determined. It will require a shift away from hegemonic 
discourses that foster a culture opposed to conflict, and a shift away from pedagogical norms that 
promote a performer-spectator approach to teaching and learning. Conflict is a fact of life. It is 
inevitable that when two or more people meet to discuss some issue, differences of opinion will 
occur. Certainly, conflict can be destructive in both physical and psychological terms. However, 
within the pedagogical use of small groups, fear that conflict will create divisiveness and hostility 
is groundless if the conflict is constructively managed (Fullan, 1993; Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 
1996; Tjosfold, 1997). Ignorance of how to engage in or structure intellectual conflict, and inertia, 
or choosing to play it safe in the face of the power of the status quo are further reasons cited by 
Johnson, Johnson, and Smith (1996) for why many teachers avoid and suppress conflict in the 
classroom.  
Another, more covert mindset that needs to be challenged is one that goes to the very 
heart of teaching and learning in higher education. Academics generally have not been prepared to 
teach, or indeed perceive themselves as teachers. Rather, they have been prepared as a practitioner 
within the discipline they teach, and generally, differentiate between teaching and lecturing. Thus, 
lecturers in nursing are likely to think of teaching primarily in terms of their specialist subjects. 
Teaching skills in higher education are often seen as an adjunct to scholarship and competence in 
research, and teachers often do not know how or why they teach the way they do (Weimer, 
1996). Furthermore, there is a belief within higher education that teaching skills are either 
possessed fully grown by those joining a university or they will come easily with a little 
experience (Fox, 1983). The mindsets that perpetuate these beliefs are no doubt reinforced by the 
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reality that teachers largely work independently, influenced, according to Hargreaves (1992, p. 
235) by the widespread teacher attributes of individualism, presentism and conservatism. As 
discussed earlier, these attributes are a barrier to true collaborative working relationships.  
CONCLUSION 
This paper was directed by the question: when working with others what conditions and types of 
interaction are necessary to promote higher learning? A review of the literature suggested some 
answers that in turn directed articulation of the following position: Group-work has become an 
accepted mode of learning in higher education, however, group-work will only promote effective 
learning if free expression of thought and feeling and respect for different value-perspectives and 
subjective realities are encouraged and maintained. A discussion of the implications this position 
has for providing curriculum leadership in planning an effective learning environment within 
higher education was then provided. It was suggested that innovative leadership activities could 
begin with a simple challenge to the generally held notion that “collaboration” just means 
working together, and then proceed to challenge the existing mindsets concerning the nature of 
collaboration and the nature of conflict within groups.  
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